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CHAPTER 1 
 
 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
 
1.1 Introduction 
 
 
The lecturer entered the EOP class all prepared to deliver the first lecture of 
the new semester.  Exuberating with enthusiasm and well-prepared with 
transparencies and printed notes, she introduced the final semester undergraduates to 
the course content.  Expecting enthusiastic responses from these undergraduates, she 
was certainly not prepared for what was to transpire.  Comments such as ‘dry’, 
‘boring’, and ‘technical’ were the responses she received.  She was taken aback by 
this lacklustre attitude of the undergraduates, and on probing further, she discovered 
that they were not in the least interested in learning the EOP skills so important for 
their career.   
 
 
There has to be a departure from this approach of learning and teaching to 
one that will enable the learners and teachers to see the relevance of learning.  It has 
to be an approach that views learning as a process that constructs knowledge; one 
that is not only concerned with the end product of acquiring that knowledge but 
rather the process of constructing that knowledge.  This is to run away from the non-
constructivist approach of learning to one that looks at learning from the 
constructivist point of view (Brooks and Brooks, 1993).  Learning, to a 
constructivist, involves a process where knowledge is constructed not transferred.  
It is based on the principle that learning takes place when there is construction of 
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knowledge.  Brooks and Brooks (1993) explain it well when they say that the focus 
in learning is the receipt of knowledge and the learning activity.  They add that this 
type of learning approach will free the learners from the 
  
“dreariness of fact-driven curriculum and allow them to focus on large  
ideas; (they) place in students’ hands the exhilarating power to follow  
traits of interests, to make connections, to reformulate ideas, and  
to teach unique conclusions”  
(Brooks and Brooks, 1993: 22).   
 
 
Gone were the days where education was seen as a transfer of knowledge 
from the teacher to the learners, and as long as learners were given knowledge, they 
would be able to use it (Gordon, 1998).  
 
 
One method which advocates learning by engaging learners in authentic 
learning activities is PBL which uses real-life problems as the starting point and 
focus of learning (Barrows, 1985; Dunlap, 2005).  It is based on the premise that the 
place where learning occurs lies not with the head-knowledge of the learners but in 
the arena where there is social interaction (Mardziah, 1998), and where the social 
participants play a deciding role in the content and amount learnt (Cole and 
Engestrom, 1993; Salomon, 1993).   
 
 
The use of PBL in the science disciplines has been successful in producing 
learners who are responsible for their own learning and equipping themselves with 
the relevant generic skills for life outside the classroom (Wood, 2003; Oliver and 
McLoughlin, 2001).  This method of learning and equipping can be adopted in the 
EOP language classrooms where PBL is used as an approach to pave the way for this 
self-learning to take place.   
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1.2 Background of the Study 
 
 
The present scenario in the classrooms where learners are unable to see the 
importance of what they learn as being instrumental in succeeding in the real world 
has to undergo a paradigm shift.  Traditional education practices are churning out 
disinterested and bored learners who go to school and come home with huge amount 
of facts to memorise – an activity that does not in the least prepare them for life 
outside the classroom.  Their attitude towards the learning process is reflected in 
their declining attendance rate and poor academic performance (Zhonglei, 2004; 
Ahlfeldt, 2004).  
 
 
Learning in the classrooms cannot be confined to just the content to be taught 
for the day, nor the syllabus to be completed in the semester.  It will be so unnatural 
because acquisition of knowledge comes in a package together with the acquisition 
of other skills.  In other words, these learners are not just learning and improving on 
their language skills, but also simultaneously picking up a variety of generic skills.  
 
 
Research has unveiled an important role of PBL and its ability to motivate 
learners to learn as they would in the real-world (Mardziah, 1998); learning which is 
self-directed and encouraged by the learners’ own intellectual curiosity to find 
solutions to problems.  Through PBL, the learning horizon of the learners is opened 
to a wide spectrum of skills and knowledge which they can acquire besides just the 
target content.   
 
 
Wood and Head (2004) in their research on the application of PBL in the 
EAP classroom manage to successfully use PBL in their EAP class and in its process 
enable their students to gain the necessary skills.  The same can be done for the EOP 
classrooms by using PBL in the teaching and learning of EOP language skills.  In 
this case then, the use of real-world problems in the learning process will enable the 
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learners to acquire the end product which is the construction of the target EOP 
language skills, and at the same time, develop generic skills relevant for life-long 
learning.  This learning experience will be a simulation of the real-world.  
Instructional sessions will never be boring any more, and learners will be more 
enthusiastic towards the learning experience as they take charge of their own 
learning.  
 
 
While substantial research and studies have been carried out in the field of 
pure sciences and medicine, there has not been much in language in general and EOP 
in particular.  Thus, this study looks at the use of PBL in learning EOP language 
skills where learners are themselves responsible for solving a problem that mirrors 
real-world problems which are not well-phrased, have many solutions and use a 
myriad of generic skills, such as those pertaining to oral or written communication, 
critical thinking, problem solving, decision making, leadership, and team work 
which serve the basis for life-long learning (Peterson, 1997; Murray-Harvey et al. 
2004; Ellis et al., 2005).   
 
 
 
 
1.3 Statement of Problem   
 
 
The trend in language teaching and learning has been one where learners 
learn language in a structured, linear fashion using unrealistic examples.  Language 
has been taught and learnt in isolation with importance placed on the content to be 
learnt but not on the learning activity.  Many times, these learning activities are not 
only few but far from being real.  The lessons are reinforced through practice which 
learners find hard to grapple with.  Products of this type of teaching and learning 
process are learners who know all about the rules of the language but do not know 
how to use the language proficiently in the real world (Short, Harste and Burke, 
1996).  In response to this, teachers in the language classrooms can use PBL to close 
 5 
the gap between language used in the real world and language taught in the 
classroom.  This can be done by embedding into the classroom learning activities 
which support the type of thinking process that is synonymous with the real world 
(Mardziah, 1998; Brown et al., 1989; Lave and Wenger, 1991).   
 
 
Studies on PBL in the fields of medicine and pure sciences, such as Physics 
and Biology, have generated theories and assumptions that PBL can successfully 
create a learning environment where learning is done in context within its target 
domain using learning tasks which are as close to real life as possible.  Such a 
functional approach if used in language learning will ensure that all learners have 
practical knowledge of the contextual use of the language and learners are able to use 
it in real-life situations.  Despite these studies, PBL in language teaching and 
learning has not been studied comprehensively.  More studies should be undertaken 
in this area to shed more light into the role PBL can play in the teaching and learning 
of language.  
 
 
 
 
1.4 Purpose of the Study 
 
 
The purpose of this study is to investigate the use of PBL in an EOP 
classroom.  It is a qualitative investigation that seeks to describe how PBL can 
benefit the learners’ language skills in an EOP classroom in the area of writing reply 
letters of complaints.  It is hoped that through the PBL learning experience, these 
learners will experience significant improvements in their language skills in writing 
reply letters of complaints.  
   
 
The study also attempts to describe the responses of the learners towards PBL 
approach of teaching and learning.  Their responses will be helpful in finding out if 
PBL is favourable in facilitating their learning experience.  
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1.5 Objectives of the Study 
 
 
This study aims to: 
 
 
1.5.1 Determine whether the use of  PBL in an EOP classroom benefits the 
respondents’ language skills in writing reply letters of complaint;  
 
 
1.5.2 Find out which aspects of the respondents’ language skills, namely, speaking, 
and writing reply letters of complaint, have improved significantly with the use of 
PBL; and 
 
 
1.5.3 Analyse the informants’ responses to the use of PBL in learning EOP. 
 
 
 
 
1.6 Research Questions 
 
 
1.6.1 Does the use of PBL benefit the respondents’ language skills in an EOP 
classroom?  
 
 
1.6.2 What aspects of language skills do the respondents improve significantly 
when using PBL in learning EOP?  
 
 
1.6.3 How have the informants responded to the use of PBL in learning EOP?  
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1.7 Significance of the Study 
 
 
The findings on whether PBL improves the learners’ language skills in an 
EOP classroom will help pave the way for the introduction of PBL in teaching and 
learning language.  This will further enhance the use of authentic learning activities 
within the target context of language learning in an EOP classroom.  Data on the 
aspects of language skills that the learners improved significantly when using PBL in 
learning EOP will give teachers an indication of the language skills that can benefit 
the most through the use of PBL.  
 
 
Gaining an insight into the responses of the learners towards this approach of 
teaching and learning is invaluable in assisting the teachers and the management in 
planning ways to maximise the benefits of PBL.  An awareness of the problems that 
hinder the learners from benefiting from this approach will enable the teachers and 
curriculum planners to minimise the problems they face. 
 
 
The findings of this study will be of great significance especially to teachers 
who are considering using different and more novel ways of making learning more 
student-centred and meaningful.  With the results, these teachers will be able to 
know how to insert more meaningful learning tasks based on real-world problems 
into their target context.  It is hoped that the findings of this research will lead to 
PBL playing a more prominent role in the language classroom. 
 
 
 
 
1.8 Scope of the Study 
 
 
This study investigated the use of PBL in an EOP classroom.  It focused on 
the language used by the respondents in writing formal reply letters of complaints, 
and oral communication.  This study involved five final semester respondents who 
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were pursuing Diploma in Office Management and Technology in a local university 
in Sarawak.  It used a qualitative approach with different types of instruments, such 
as, Questionnaire, Tests, Observations and Evaluations to obtain data on the benefits 
and significant improvements in the language skills of the respondents after the use 
of PBL in their EOP classroom.   
 
 
 
 
1.9 Conclusion 
 
 
Therefore, it is hoped that this study will provide invaluable information 
pertaining to the use of PBL in helping the learners find the learning experience 
relevant to them in the EOP classroom.  
 
 
This first chapter on the Introduction of the study is followed by four other 
chapters.  Chapter 2 discusses the Review of Literature while the Methodology in 
Chapter 3 explains how the study was carried out.  Chapter 4 presents the Findings 
and Discussion, and the report ends with Chapter 5 on the Conclusion and 
Recommendations. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
